

By John J. Flalka : 

Washington Siar Staff Writer 

Last May the FBI quietly ordered :■> 
198 of its special agents, the ones who ;' 
are also lawyers, to drop whatever 
they were doing in the field and re- 
turn to Washington to work in a top 
priority matter the agency called 
Project Onslaught.” " V r ■ ' ^vj 
That was not enough manpower, so \ 
a month later the bureau ordered an 
additional 84 lawyer-agents to report J 
to headquarters. Some agents were 
heard to mutter that Onslaught . 
should really have been called Mis- 
sion Impossible, but actually it was 
not all that exciting. 

Onslaught is the official name for 
how the F BI tackled into a m ountain 



; of requests /orlqgency ifilVs ’under the 
Freedom of Information Act and it 
almost jjeduced'the bureau's backlog, 
to conform to the law, whicl) requires 
that an agency Respond to a request 
wjthin lOdays.j y»7t «. t 

According to a bureau spokesman, 
Onslaught cut -the agency’s response 
j time from If months to a little over 
one month. By .the end of September, 
when the agents went back to the 
field, Onslaught had cost the govern- 
ment $2.8 million, which came out of 
the FBI's regular operating budget. V, 





Personal interest, npt public's need at work 



be n major effort by ah agency that * 
has long regarded FOIA as a kind of . 
hairshirt for bureaucrats, an item to ' 



On the one hand, .Qnslaught is ah 
indication, thqt f Attorney^ General 
Griffin- B. Bell Is frying 1 to bring the 
Justice Department into conform*- 
ance with the 1966 law, I| appears to 



wHivuuviuid, mi nt in u» 

be^a voided as lopg as humanly possi- 

ON THE OTHER HAND, On- 
slaught is glso some indication of the 
as yet uncalculated but undoubtedly 
stiff price the federal government 
must be prepared to pay jf it is to live 
up to the spirit of the law, which wns 
intended to ' reverse Washington's , 
Jong— standing practice of limiting 
public access to public records. 

-- Last we §Hi afifirjtoiiiiiEeiAiii 



r * ..1 |* " * : ... , • - 

requesters won a federal court ruling 
that the notes' made of Henry * Kiss- 
inger's telephone calls were public 
property and forced the release of a 
quarter-ton of documents in the John 
F, Kennedy ! assasination case, the 
average newspaper reader might be 
tempted to assume that the adminis- 
trative wheels and pulleys of FOIA 
are working well and that the chief 
. beneficiaries of their operations are 
journalists. • if. • . ' • 

-l Both of these assumptions would 
be wrong, very wrong. - .i t ! 

Although there are no reliuble 
LBQygrn ment- w ide figur es on the use 
of FOIA; there Is considerable eyi- 
dence that the average requestor is a 
businessman trying to spy qn another 
businessman or trying to peek Into 
the files of a regulatory agency that 
plight be about to regulate him. ; - 

: According 'to Mark Lynch, 'an 
ACLU attorney regarded as one of 
the city’s foremost experts on FOIA, 
"it is clear that the media is a very 
small user; probably 80 percent of all 
request^ are from commercial 
users." .';••••'<„ ;< , (k V- 1 '.--.-" 

Even 'when It might ho in the 
media’s Jnterest to use FOIA,' accord-; 
ing to (Lynch, most editors and re-j 
porters'tend not to. ; « ; . . 

"I ddn't know why that is,” adds' 
t h e attbrjie y. . "May be it ’ s tile 10-dqy, 
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